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INollvwood's Controversial lleroes

Or g undenr Gelm '8

Revolufionaries Are

The davs are long past when Hollywood sought

* out safcly innocuous subjects to film, ‘I'he movie
industry now is planning films that may alicnate
some potential ticket-buvers—Dbiographics of a
number of controversial figures and frank treat-
ment of racial themes, This is the first part of
a scries examining these projects.

By Joseph Gelmis
Hollywood 1s getting teady to tell it like it is about

\/rcvolutinns—bl.cck {(**Ihc Confessions of Nat Turncr™),

rd (*Viva, Chel™) and blue (“lLenny Bruee™), and
ahaut revolutionarics—violent (Malcolm X) and non.
violent (the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.). The era of
the protest film and the militant human rights leader

- as a Hollvwood hero is at hand.

Less than a week after the murder of the Rev. Dr.
King, seven filmmakers had registered with the Motion
Picture Association of America the titles of biographics
they proposed to make about the life of the martyred
apostle of nonviolent social revolution, Already in some
stage of preparation were a half dozen major American
filns that will be made during the next year or so
ahout Malcolm N, Nat Turner, Jack Johnson, Che
Cucvara, John Brown and Lenny Bruce, If Hollvwond
goes alead with production plans, the studios will have
invested up to $15,000,000 m the belicf that there is a
market for controversy.

The interest in racial themes is so pervasive that the
firs: film to be madc by the prestigions Theater Guild,

. as it enters motion picture production, will be “The

Slaves,” a “frank, nonsentimental view of slaverv in the

. South circa 1850.” The film, to be shot in color on a

$750,000 budget this summer on location in northern
Florida, stars Stephen Bovd as a plantation owncr,
Dionne Warwick as his Ncgro mistress, and Ossic
Davis as a slave who organizes a break for freedom.

The script for “The Slaves” was co-authored by
John O. Killens, Alida Sherman and Ierbert J. Biber-
man, who will also direct. Killens is a Negro novelist,
acthor of “Youngblood™ and “The Cotillion™ as well
as the screenplay for “Odds Against Tomorrow.” Miss
Sherman is director of psychological services at a New
York hospital. Biberman says ** “The Slaves’ will expose
the wounds that the system inflicted on black and
white that are still not healed.”

Another plantation drama that will tell it different-
Iv from the way “Gone With the Wind” did is “T'he

.Slave Stealer,” based on a novel by Boyd Upchurch,

‘The film, about the underground railroad for escaped
staves in the 1850s, has a screenplay by William
Norton, who wrote the script for the interracial comedy-
adventure “The Scalphunters.” Harold Tlecht will
produce “The Slave Stealer” for Columbia Pictures.
Wamer Bros.-Seven Arts will film “The Leamning
T.ce,” based on Life staff photographer Gordon Parks’
autobiographical novel about his boyhood. Marking the
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bist assult on the still lily-white ficld of directing,
Wamer Bros-Scven Arts” astute young studio boss,
Kuon [lyvinan, has hited Parks, 55, as Hollywood's first
Nezro director. Parks will direct *“Ie Leaming Tree”
avd thice other films.

Parks was born in Kansas and spent his late adoles-
cence penniless in Michigan, Tle worked as a piano
player in a brothel, as a dislwasher, a floor-scrubber in
a fluphouse and a porter on a train before buving a

" <heap camera and, through grit and fuck, becoming

one of America’s best-known fashion and news-feature
photographers. Not only is his own new career as film

. ditoctor 3 unigue achievement for a Negro, but Parks’

£ilm will be one of the few upbeat, happy-ending storics
that will be made in the upcoming spate of dissent
Novics,

Unlike Parks’ story, the typical hero of the new
cincma of controversy is 2 man who was ostracized or

tilled. Malcolm X and the Rev. Dr. King were both

* assassinated at the age of 39. Rebel leaders Che Gue-

. Tumer's

vara, also 39, Nat Turner, 30, and John Brown, 59,
were exccuted. Lenny Bruce, harassed by law suits and
the police, died at 46 of mysterions causcs, though the
Cenh was officially attributed to an overdose of narcot-
its. Jack Johnson, the first Negro heavyweight boxing
ckFampion, died in an auto accident in 1946 at the acc
of 68. He had been resented for being “uppity,” and
e dicd embittered.

Current controversial film biographies incinde:

e "The Q(nﬂcssions of Nat Tumer.” Producer

David Wolper paid $600,000 for the screen rights to
Witiam Styron's novel, which later won this ycar's
Pnlitzer Prize for fiction. The novel tells the story of
leadership  of the 1831 slave uprising
in Southampton County, Va, in which 55 whites
were killed. Filming is to start next spring, with 20th

* Century-Fox financing the production and Norman Jew-

json, who made “In the Heat of the Night,” directing,
The script is being written by Negro playwright (*“Take
a Gunt Step”) Louis Peterson. Styron says, “I'll be his
eonsulrant, but he'!l bring a central Negro viewpoint to
the project.” The film will probably not usc an estab-
lizhed star like Sidney Poiticr. Asked whom he would
like to sce get the part, Stvron said: “I'm very im-
pressed by Al Freeman Jr.* Freeman played the mur-
dered Negro subway rider in the film version of LeRoi
Jones” “Dutchman.”™ Wolper says of Nat Turner, “I
sx¢ him as a heto, as somebody who resisted oppres-
sion.”

“A “Nat Turner” competitor with a lower budget,
“OI' Prophct Nat,” based on a book by Danicl Panger,
iv reportedly being pushed into production by an inde-
pendent outfit, Nero Filins,

e “The Great White Hope.” Producer Lawrence
Turnan describes Howard Sackler’s play with that title
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first Negro heavyweight prizefighting champ. The play
o ¢ns after he has hecome champion. American racists,
i meele I Century o hite hicklash, are calling for
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